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The Convention on the Rights of the Child (hereafter referred to as the “CRC”) which 193 states have ratified and 140 have signed, was commemorated on 20 November 2009, twenty years after it was adopted. Somalia and the United States are the only two nations that have not ratified the CRC. There are 54 provisions of the CRC and two optional protocols which are, The Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography (18 January 2002) and The Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (12 February 2002). When a state becomes party to a convention, it must report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, which is part of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Countries are to submit reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, documenting the progress they have made with regard to implementing the provisions of the CRC. 


Appropriately, the 20th Anniversary Event featured the presence, voices, and testimonials of young activists. Mayra Avellar Neves was the 2008 Child Peace Prize Winner and is recognized for her work in advocating for peace and also for access to education, in her native Brazil. Ms. Avellar Neves led a peace march in protest of the violence in the favela where she lives, in Rio De Janeiro, which resulted in the re-opening of schools in her neighborhood. Millicent Atieno Orondo is another activist who was elected by a group of international peers to deliver the closing statement at the General Assembly’s “World Fit for Children +5” plenary session in 2007. She is from Nairobi, Kenya. The third young activist, Syed Aown Shahzad, is a member of the youth delegation that took part in the Secretary General’s High-Level Summit on Climate Change. He attends high school in New York as an exchange student from Pakistan. 

Ishmael Beah, an author and activist, served as the Master of Ceremony. Beah was born in 1980 in Sierra Leone and at age 13, after his family was killed in the civil war, he was forced to serve as a child soldier in the war. Eventually, he was removed from the army and placed in a rehabilitation home. Beah was later appointed as UNICEF’s first Advocate for Children Affected by War in 2007, he is a member of the Human Rights Watch Children’s Advisory Committee, and also a co-founder of the Network for Young People Affected by War. The Network raises awareness about children in conflict zones and provides role models for children who are struggling to recover from war. Beah’s words and message to the audience were particularly salient when he stated that the rights of children should not be perceived as a threat to adults. “We need to move away from treating children as objects and move toward honoring their personhood and voices. One way in which this can be achieved is by including children in government proceedings,” Beah stated. 

Implementation of the CRC and its Protocols is the most important element. Beah’s words resonated with the audience when he reiterated that, “if we do not put into practice what we claim to follow and abide by, then the treaty is worthless.” He advocated that people must take seriously the contributions of children. Children and youth are not passive, rather they are active rights-holders. Children must learn their rights in language they can understand and relate to, rather than in UN jargon. 

Acknowledging the indispensable work of NGOs in implementing the provisions of the CRC, Beah stressed that civil society organizations would be more successful if they collaborated rather than repeating the same work and thus perpetuating a lack of innovation. New NGOs can pick-up where others left off, thus there needs to be new ways of strategizing, communicating, and establishing transparency within NGOs. “Applying band-aids to problems is not a solution. It is merely a method of making the appliers and recipients complacent in their suffering and oppression,” Beah stated.

The next speaker, Dr. Barbara Woodhouse, is a Law Professor and the Co-Director of the Barton Child Law and Policy Clinic at Emory University. Dr. Woodhouse discussed the shortcomings of the US Constitution in that it is silent about children’s rights. For example, the Supreme Court recently sentenced a 13 and 15 year old to life in prison but the CRC has an article against life imprisonment for children, 

Article 37(a), State Parties shall ensure that: No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Neither capital punishment nor life imprisonment without possibility of release shall be imposed for offences committed by persons below eighteen years of age.

Because the US has not signed the Convention, nothing can be done. Her belief in the CRC, however, became even more palpable when she stated that it has the power to transform the world and make it fit for children. 


Jeroo Billimoria, the Executive Director of Aflatoun International, contributed to the discussion through her emphasis on securing economic rights for children. She noted that the CRC does not mention anything about financial independence or security for children, or ways in which they can attain economic rights, and she pointed out that this is a major shortcoming of the Convention. Billimoria has extensive experience in this area, as she is a social entrepreneur and the NGO she created provides children with basic life skills and encourages them to save their resources in order to start microenterprises. Children around the world are often forced to drop out of school because they live in destitute poverty and simply cannot afford to remain in school. Through her work and research, Billimoria found that children who know their rights and start saving money early, tend to stay in school; thus it is important for children and youth to learn about money and how to be self-reliant. “Education is vitally important yet access to schooling and retention are the first steps,” Billimoria stressed.


Nyaradzayi Gumbonzvanda, the General Secretary for World YWCA, is a trained human rights lawyer from Zimbabwe. She has worked on women and children’s rights, violence against women, HIV/AIDS, property rights, and conflict resolution. Violence against children is perpetrated by teachers and school administrators, Gumbonzvanda noted. Many countries have been pioneering new curricula such as social and emotional learning and this trend must grow. We have to change the ways in which children are learning such that they can feel both their minds and hearts developing. She stated that children who are not violent do better in school, have higher rates of retention, and are more willing to form attachments to peers and teachers. The CRC has changed our past and it will transform the future, yet new problems continue to emerge. Every child can be a change-maker Gumbonzvanda declared. 


Emilio Garcia Mendez, a lawyer and member of the National Parliament of Argentina, is one of Latin America’s foremost experts on child rights in general and juvenile justice and social polices in particular. Mendez stressed that we must all use modern technology and information sharing. Youth need to be economically empowered and have access to jobs. Mendez challenged the audience to think about the best solutions for our own locales. The enemy is us; we actively participate in and uphold systems that exclude women, children, girls, and people with disabilities, and Mendez aptly said that we need an human element in order to undo this. 


Other speakers who contributed to this event included Ioana Maria Barbu who is a young activist from Romania where she is a founder and president of a Romanian NGO that promotes youth leadership. Felix Machado is an ordained Archbishop of the Catholic Diocese of Nashik, India and he is recognized as a champion of inter-religious dialogue as well as a planning committee member for the Archbishop World Day of Prayer and Action for Children. Timothy Shriver is the Chairman of Special Olympics International and has launched the organization’s agenda to recruit more than two million new athletes. At the close of the 20th CRC Anniversary Event, hopeful and inspiring words reverberated around the room from the panelists and members of the audience. 



As mentioned above, there is a version of the CRC that is written in language accessible to children, as it was written by young people. Some excerpts from this version are below:

“In this world, 

We see respect for the rights of the child: 

-governments and adults having a real and effective commitment to the principle of children’s rights and applying the Convention on the Rights of the Child to all children,

-safe, secure and healthy environments for children in families, communities and nations.

We see an end to exploitation, abuse and violence:

-laws that protect children from exploitation and abuse being implemented and respected by all,


-centres and programmes that help to rebuild the lives of victimized children.

We see an end to war:


-world leaders resolving conflict through peaceful dialogue instead of by using force,


-child refugees and child victims of war protected in every way and having the same 

opportunities as all other children, 


-disarmament, elimination of the arms trade and an end to the use of child soldiers.

We see the provision of health care:


-affordable and accessible life-saving drugs and treatment of all children,


-strong and accountable partnerships established among all to promote better health for 

children. 

We see the eradication of HIV/AIDS:


-educational systems that include HIV prevention programmes,


-free testing and counselling centres,


-information about HIV/AIDS freely available to the public,


-orphans of AIDS and children living with HIV/AIDS cared for and enjoying the same 

opportunities as all other children.

We see the protection of the environment:


-conservation and rescue of natural resources,


-awareness of the need to live in environments that are healthy and favourable to our 

development,


-accessible surroundings for children with special needs.

We see an end to the vicious cycle of poverty:


-anti-poverty committees that bring about transparency in expenditure and give attention 

to the needs of all children, 


-cancellation of the debt that impedes progress for children. 

We see the provision of education:


-equal opportunity and access to quality education that is free and compulsory,


-school environments in which children feel happy about learning,


-education for life that goes beyond the academic and includes lessons in understanding, 

human rights, peace, acceptance and active citizenship.

We see active participation of children:


-raised awareness and respect among people of all ages about every child’s right to full 

and meaningful participation, in the spirit of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 


-children actively involved in decision-making at all levels and in planning, 

implementing, monitoring and evaluating all matters affecting the rights of the child.”
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